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Abstract 
 
The purpose of this project was to develop an improved program evaluation survey 
instrument to inform program performance in the Early Childhood Family Education (ECFE) 
program in the St. Louis County School District in Minnesota. The survey is completed by 
parents who participated in the ECFE program opportunities (classes, special events or home 
visits) and who met the participation threshold. The survey measures parents’ perceptions about 
how well the ECFE program meets parents’ needs, the reasons parents choose to participate in 
ECFE, to identify potential program expansion needs, and to identify program improvement 
areas. The process utilized to develop the survey instrument included gathering input from ECFE 
teaching staff, an ECFE parent, and regional ECFE administrators along with consulting an 
expert on evaluation from the University of Minnesota, Duluth.  The survey tool was 
administered to a subset of parents to learn how the instrument performed given the desired 
outcomes.   
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
Participation in Early Childhood Family Education 
 
 “Trying to educate the young without the help and support from the home is akin to 
trying to rake leaves in a high wind.” (P. Gough, 1991)   
Purpose  
The purpose of this project was to develop an improved program evaluation survey 
instrument to inform program performance regarding the Early Childhood Family Education 
(ECFE) in the St. Louis County School District in Minnesota. The survey is completed by 
parents who participated in the ECFE program opportunities (classes, special events or home 
visits) and who met the participation threshold. The survey measures parents’ perceptions about 
how well the ECFE program meets parents’ needs, the reasons they choose to participate in 
ECFE, to identify potential program expansion needs, and to identify program improvement 
areas.  The past survey inadequately addressed these areas of assessment; therefore, a survey that 
better addressed these areas was designed as the focus of this project. 
The District 
The St. Louis County School District is geographically the largest school district in the 
state of Minnesota covering 4200 square miles.  The district is located in northern Minnesota and 
is unique in that the northern and southern halves of the district are separated by several other 
school districts.  The school district shares a border with nineteen school districts.  The 
population of the school district is 17,905.  The school district has one city located within the 
school district boundaries with a population over 1000, Babbitt. The rural district operates four 
prek-12th grade buildings and one prek-6th grade building.  The kindergarten class for the district 
includes approximately 125 students spread among the five school buildings.    
3 
 
The Program     
The ECFE Program consists of classes for parents and children to attend together, special 
events and home visits.  The school district has twelve ECFE classes that are offered both in the 
first semester and in the second semester during the school year.  Classes are held weekly for a 
total of 21 sessions combined between the first semester and the second semester.  Classes are 
designed for children birth to kindergarten enrollment and their parent, guardian or other caring 
adult to attend together.  Classes have three distinct parts: parent-child interaction time, 
parenting, and independent learning time.  During the parent-child interaction time the ECFE 
Child Educator plans lessons for the children and adults to do together.  These lessons are 
developmentally appropriate with a variety of lessons planned for the various age levels 
attending the class.  The ECFE Child Educator and the ECFE Parent Educator along with one or 
two ECFE Teacher Aides are available to assist parents and children, by restocking learning 
stations, modeling appropriate interaction behaviors as well as introducing and assisting with the 
lessons. This part of the class culminates with a circle time led by the ECFE Child Educator 
which often includes music and movement activities.  Parent-child interaction time often lasts for 
a full hour.  
In the second hour of class, the parents attend parenting classes facilitated by the ECFE 
Parent Educator.  Lessons are planned around the needs of the parenting group; however, they 
typically include themes such as behavior management, child development, nutrition, health and 
safety.  While the parents are in parenting class, the children are under the supervision of the 
ECFE Child Educator and the ECFE Teacher Aides.  Children are able to explore the toys and 
engage in lesson activities independently with the other children in the class and with the 
assistance of the staff.  The children’s independent learning time ends with a predictable clean up 
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song as part of a closing routine and then parents arrive back in the room to pick-up their 
children to go home.   
Special events and home visits are also part of the ECFE program.  There are a minimum 
of four special events during the school year specifically for the early childhood children and 
their families.  These are open events that do not require registration and all early childhood 
children and their families are welcome to attend even if they do not attend an ECFE class.  
Along with these special events there are other ECFE supported events that families can 
participate in including two school spirit events that are part of a whole school celebration with 
one held in the fall and the other in the spring, an ECFE program kick-off in the fall, and then 
ECFE teachers plan other special events based on community needs.  Home visits are provided 
to early childhood families on a limited basis.  These are usually done to welcome a family to the 
school district or to provide support for a family who had been attending class and now may not 
be able to attend because of family circumstances.  Because of the personal nature of home visits 
and staff safety as well as the time needed for these, staff try to provide four home visits per 
ECFE teaching staff, more as time and need allow.     
ECFE is a Minnesota Program.  ECFE first received money from the Minnesota 
Legislature in 1974 to pilot the program under the Minnesota Council of Quality Education.  In 
1983 responsibility transferred to Community Education, a program provided by public schools, 
for statewide implementation.  Early Childhood Family Education (ECFE), is a voluntary public 
school program for all Minnesota families that provides service to children ages newborn to 
kindergarten enrollment, and their parents, guardian or another caring adult.  “The mission of 
ECFE is to strengthen families through the education and support of all parents to provide the 
best possible environment for the healthy growth and development of their children” (MNAFEE, 
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n.d. b).   ECFE programs believe parents are a child’s first and most important teacher and that 
the parenting support provided by ECFE is as important as the support the teachers provide 
through the creation and implementation of developmentally appropriate lessons to support the 
child’s development. 
My Role 
 As the Early Childhood Director for the St. Louis County School District, I am 
responsible for all aspects of program planning and implementation.  I monitor the budgets, 
staffing, participation, quality and other typical administrative duties.  In the early years of my 
career, much of my time was devoted to securing funding to provide program opportunities 
across a very large geographical area which at that time included seven school buildings.  In 
more recent years I am able to focus on program quality and helping staff meet the needs of their 
individual school communities. 
The Original Survey 
I developed the original survey instrument over 20 years ago.  At the time the original 
survey was developed, it was important to share with decisions makers that the parents valued 
early childhood opportunities and that they felt strongly that the ECFE program was an important 
program in the St. Louis County Schools System.  To this end, the original survey had three 
questions of the ten focusing on the value of the ECFE program and one open ended question 
asking what else the district could do to promote their connection and involvement at their 
child’s school.  Because early childhood and family education was still for some school board 
members an unknown program, the original survey had three questions about what parents 
learned about in the classes.  The last three questions on the original survey asked about parents’ 
connection with their child’s school, relationships with the staff and relationships with other 
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parents.  It was also important for decision makers to hear that those that felt connected and 
comfortable in the school typically volunteered to take on leadership roles at the school as well 
as the other positive outcomes sited in research on parent involvement.   
The survey was administered with parents who met the minimum threshold for 
participation with their child, participating in the ECFE program nine times or more during the 
school year.  The decision to survey parents who met the minimum participation threshold was 
done purposely to ensure that the survey respondents would have the experience necessary to 
respond to the survey about the ECFE program.   
Once the surveys were completed, I presented summary information to the school board 
from the ten survey items, anecdotes from staff, participation data, and some research about the 
benefits of parent involvement and early childhood program opportunities.  The presentations 
provide the school board with the information they need to continue funding for the ECFE 
program.  I have been told by school board members they value the annual presentations; 
especially the comments included from the parents.   
Technology   
About six years ago I made the decision to have parents take the annual survey on-line 
and with that came new problems.  Technical issues seemed to be a regular occurrence on and 
off, and parents seemed to quit “writing” in the open-ended questions like they had when the 
survey was pencil and paper.  The information about the ECFE program from the parents began 
to decline.  This turn was unexpected as parents had taken liberties to tell us much in the open-
ended survey items they had hand written; but on-line, very little was shared.  The need to go 
back to the paper pencil method seemed evident.  Although technology was a mainstay in most 
parents’ lives, it was not giving us the rich data we once enjoyed. 
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Eligible Survey Respondents 
 Those eligible to complete the survey by meeting the nine-time participation threshold 
were decreasing.  This decrease in parent participation seemed to correlate with the increase in 
preschool options.  Our families participating in ECFE were coming with younger children and 
their attendance was inconsistent.  Many preschool parents told the preschool teachers they no 
longer went to ECFE because their children were getting “enough” early childhood experiences 
through preschool and they felt their children had out grown ECFE because the classes were 
much shorter at ECFE than the full day preschool their child now attended.  Whatever the 
reasons, it became clear that more information was needed about why those who did qualify to 
take the survey by meeting the nine-time participation threshold participated.  What did parents 
value about the ECFE program?  What did parents learn from attending ECFE?  How did parents 
prefer to receive information from the school?  What opportunities could be added to better meet 
parents’ needs?   As the program administrator, I needed more information.   
Summary 
The purpose of this project was to develop an improved program evaluation survey 
instrument to inform program performance in the ECFE Program in the St. Louis County School 
District. The survey tool needed to assess parent participation in the Early Childhood Family 
Education (ECFE) program opportunities (classes, special events or home visits) to measure 
parents’ perceptions about how well the ECFE program met their needs, the reasons parents 
choose to participate, to identify potential program expansion needs, and to identify program 
improvement areas.   The past survey inadequately addressed these areas.  In the next chapter I 
will discuss the benefits of parent involvement, the benefits of ECFE, the types of parent 
involvement, and barriers for parents to be involved.   
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CHAPTER TWO 
Literature Review 
The purpose of this project was to develop an improved program evaluation survey 
instrument to inform program performance regarding the Early Childhood Family Education 
(ECFE) in the St. Louis County School District in Minnesota. The survey is completed by 
parents who participated in the ECFE program opportunities (classes, special events or home 
visits) who met the participation threshold. The survey measures parents’ perceptions about how 
well the ECFE program meets parents’ needs, the reasons parents choose to participate in ECFE, 
to identify potential program expansion needs, and to identify program improvement areas. The 
past survey inadequately addressed these areas; therefore, a survey that better addressed these 
areas was designed as the focus of this project.  In this chapter I will discuss the benefits of 
parent involvement, the benefits of ECFE, the different frameworks of parent involvement, and 
barriers for parents to be involved.  The literature reviewed indicated parent involvement in 
education has many benefits, and research on ECFE reinforces those benefits. Experts in the field 
had different labels for the types or models of parent involvement; how they grouped parent 
involvement opportunities.   Researchers agreed on a number of the barriers for parents to be 
involved in their child’s education with time as a top concern.   
Benefits 
Dr. Sandra Christenson and her colleagues at the University of Minnesota (Seeds of 
Promise, 2000) conducted extensive reviews of the literature in the area of family involvement 
and concluded when parents are involved in their child’s education, students have higher 
academic achievement, student attendance is better, attitudes about school and behavior are 
improved, and the community benefits by producing a better educational program. Parent 
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involvement in their child’s education creates better educated citizens.  Student achievement 
positively correlated parent involvement with measurable benefits for children, families, and 
schools as well as graduating from high school at higher rates and enrolling in higher education 
at higher rates.  Henderson (1989; 2007) found the most positive effects of parent involvement 
have been documented in the preschool and elementary grades and the earlier parent 
involvement starts, the more likely the achievement gains will be with children from low-income 
homes making the largest gains.  Westmoreland (2009) reminds us that parent involvement also 
improves school readiness and provides a critical intervention strategy.   
In the Harvard Research Project, Weiss (2006) discussed the evidence around family 
involvement in early childhood and how important parent involvement is for young children’s 
cognitive and social development.  Weiss ascertained that the research makes the case that 
family involvement predicts children’s academic achievement and social development as they 
progress from early childhood programs through K-12 schools and into higher education.  The 
Minnesota Fathers and Families Network (2011) reports that fathers are more involved than ever 
and that is benefiting children through better problem solving skills, social development, and 
higher verbal skills.  It goes on to say that children with involved fathers display fewer negative 
behaviors and that communities benefit when fathers are more involved because men who are 
involved in their child’s education tend to be involved in other community civic activities.  
ECFE Benefits 
Through the years, several ECFE research studies have been conducted.  In the 1996 
research report Mueller (1996), indicates 92% of the 150 low income parents reported their 
participation in ECFE made a positive difference in their awareness and understanding of 
children and child development, in their confidence as a parent, and feelings of social support.  
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Parents also said ECFE helped improve their behavior management strategies and, 72% reported 
better parent-child relationships.  Families participating in this study participated in ECFE an 
average of 42 hours, with a range from 8 to 126 hours in the given school year.  Eighty-one 
percent of the low income parents responding reported ECFE was worthwhile, and 85 % 
regarded the staff as respectful and responsive. ECFE parents reported that they were 
comfortable at their child’s school and reported higher involvement at home and in school then 
by parents not attending ECFE. Mueller’s ECFE research study re-enforced the value of ECFE in 
that parents who arrive at kindergarten already participating in their child’s learning and in the 
school community and connected to other parents can be quickly engaged in the elementary 
school. 
In a project collaboration between participating school districts, MNAFEE, Minnesota 
Community Education Association and the University of Minnesota in 2012, 96% of parents 
reported that participating in ECFE helped improve their parenting.  These results are based on 
data collected in spring 2012 from 4,389 parents in 19 school districts, representing urban, 
suburban, and rural areas of Minnesota (MNAFEE, n.d., a).  Parents in this study reported 
improved parenting skills, more knowledge about community resources, improved 
communication skills with their child and an awareness of how daily parenting decisions affect 
their child’s growth and development. Parents also indicated they developed relationships with 
people who provide support to them in their role as a parent.  In a similar collaboration in 2013, 
again, 96% of parents reported that participating in ECFE helped improve their parenting. These 
results are based on data collected in fall 2013 from 5680 parents in 32 school districts 
representing urban, suburban and rural areas of Minnesota (MNAFEE, n.d. c). Parents reported 
improved parenting skills, understanding and awareness in all areas surveyed.   
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Framework 
 There are differing frameworks of parent involvement, including those purported by 
Epstein (n.d.), Henderson (1989, 2007), and Weisse (2006).  Weisse’s preference for structure 
suggests three family involvement processes that aid in creating healthy outcomes:  parenting, 
home-school relationships, and responsibility for learning outcomes.  Not only do strong home-
school relationships matter for children’s outcomes during early childhood years, but the benefits 
persist over time by setting the stage for involvement in future school settings. The home-school 
relationship buffers the negative impacts poverty has on academic and behavioral outcomes for 
poor children.  When parent involvement is meaningful, useful, and planned, student 
achievement is greater.  Children do their best when schools and families work consistently 
toward common goals (Consortium Connections, 1998; Epstein, n.d.; Henderson, 2007; Seeds of 
Promise, 2000; Weisse, 2006).   
Henderson (1989; 2007) identifies five roles for parents in parent involvement:  parents 
as partners, parents as collaborators and problem solvers, parents as audience, parents as 
supporters, and parents as advisors and co-decisions makers.  Parent as partners is described as 
parents performing basic obligation for their child’s education and social development.  Parent as 
collaborators and problem solvers reinforces the school’s efforts with their child and helping to 
solve problems.  Parent as audience is the parents’ role to attend and appreciate the schools and 
child’s performance and productions.  The parent as supporter role provides volunteer assistance 
to teachers, the parent organization, and to other parents.  The parent as advisor or co-decision 
maker provides input on school policy and programs through membership in an ad hoc or 
permanent governance body.  Henderson believes the roles of parent as partner and parent as 
collaborator or problem solver have the most immediate payoff in terms of student achievement 
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Henderson summarizes research that indicates that results are better when parents are given a 
variety of roles, involvement is well planned, comprehensive and long lasting, and there is 
consistent effort over the long term.   
Epstein’s (n.d.) model of parent involvement includes six types of parent involvement:  
parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision making, and collaborating 
with the community.   Epstein believes that schools typically have focused on communicating 
with parents and parent volunteering.  All types of parent involvement increase student 
achievement, however, Epstein believes the parent learning model in the model described as 
parenting, may actually result in the most benefit for students.  Epstein has demonstrated that 
school practices for reaching out to uninvolved families are a strong predictor of successful 
parent involvement programs.  Epstein says families that stay involved, informed, and influential 
in their children’s education have children who do better in school.   
Further research indicates that the partnership approach to family involvement is more 
expansive and more effective because of its emphasis on relationships rather than the traditional 
family involvement approach which placed a lot of emphasis on involving parents in ways to 
address a school’s agenda (Seeds of Promise, 2000).  Although Junge (1995) does not propose a 
specified model of parent involvement, she believes successful parent involvement activities 
should support parents, relieve some of their stress, and enhance the parent-child relationship.  
The payoff for this is that parents will gain confidence in their role as a parent and will continue 
to be involved as their child gets older. 
Barriers 
There is a great deal of evidence in the research related to barriers for parent 
involvement.  Henderson (1989; 2007) indicates almost everyone in schools wants parents to be 
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more involved, but both schools and parents must give a little effort to gain the larger benefit.  
Henderson strongly believes the barrier to more parent involvement in schools is not parent 
apathy, but lack of support from professional educators.  Henderson goes on to identify effective 
communication, lack of time, lack of transportation, distance from home, neighborhood safety, 
childcare for younger siblings, employers inflexible leave policies and attitudes and expectations 
of teachers and principals all as barriers to parent involvement.  Bralts (1995) believes the reason 
so few parents are involved in their children’s education has most to do with inadequate and 
unspoken expectations in the K-12th grade system, and Foster (1995) indicates parents do not feel 
valued by society for their role as parents and are often blamed for failing large numbers of 
children.   
Research by Wiite (2011) indicates the geographical isolation of rural communities 
means that many rural families are forced to travel a great distance to access necessary parenting 
and behavior health supports.  She goes on to say that the local school building is a point of pride 
for the community and often the rural communities have a do what it takes attitude to seek these 
resources if they feel supported.  Wiite’s research supports that rural parents attend school events 
more often than their suburban and urban counterparts; however, they tend to communicate less 
with their children about school and interact with teachers less frequently then parents in other 
settings.  Logistical barriers, like no summer salary for teachers and little teacher training on 
parent or family involvement, also impact parent involvement (Weiss, 2006). Weiss alludes to 
other barriers to parent involvement including constant staff changes do to early childhood staff 
not being paid well or not given enough time to be available to assist families and the lack of 
training available to early childhood teachers.  In Seeds of Promise (2000) the biggest challenge 
to family involvement identified is reaching families who did not have active parents as role 
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models themselves.  Alamedia-Lawson in a case study in the American Educational Research 
Journal (2012) suggests that parents who struggle to meet the basic needs of their families have 
little time to participate in parent involvement opportunities at their child’s school.   This point 
was re-enforced in the School Community Journal article by Baker (2016) identifying barriers to 
improve family engagement.  Parents said time affects involvement either by conflicting with 
work or with other events.  Parents wanted schools to reduce time conflicts.   
According to Honig (1994) a survey of Head Start parents has found a positive 
relationship between extensive parent participation and children’s scores which reflect better task 
orientation, academic achievement, verbal intelligence, and self-concept.  The amount of parent 
participation seemed far more important than the kind of model or structure within which 
participation occurred.  Parents who participated a great deal saw themselves as more successful 
and skillful.  Weiss (2006) also found the frequency of parent-teacher contact and involvement at 
the early childhood education site is also associated with preschool performance.  Parents, who 
maintain direct and regular contact with the early education setting and experience fewer barriers 
to involvement, have children who demonstrated positive engagement with peers, adults and 
learning.  For early childhood practitioners to be successful, they can and should approach 
families in overlapping and multiple ways.  It seems clear that the more intensely and longer 
parents participated in their child’s preschool program, the better the children did (Henderson, 
1989; 2007).  The Minnesota Fathers and Families Network (2011) surveyed professional and 
also fathers about the number one barrier to parent involvement.  A father’s lack of time or time 
conflicts was identified as the number one barrier to more father involvement by professionals 
taking the survey.  Fathers indicated the lack of time or time conflicts as the father’s number one 
barrier to participation.  Eighty-four percent of the 356 fathers in this survey felt attending 
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parent-child meetings was very important and 77% felt it was very important to attend program 
events.   
Summary 
Based on the literature reviewed, the research is clear, parent involvement matters.  
Parent involvement in a child’s education contributes positive benefits for most importantly 
students, but also for parents and programs.  There are many barriers for parents who want to be 
involved in their child’s education.  In spite of the barriers, some parents still manage to be 
involved.  One barrier in particular, time, seems to be a universal barrier for all parents 
regardless of other barriers parents may or may not experience.   
The survey tool developed in this project will be administrated with parents who are 
involved in ECFE opportunities (classes, special events or home visits) nine or more times in a 
given school year; on average once per month during the school year.  The survey tool is 
designed to measure parents’ perceptions about how well the ECFE program met their needs, the 
reasons parents choose to participate, to identify potential program expansion needs, and to 
identify program improvement areas.   In the next chapter I will describe the process I undertook 
for creating a new survey tool for the ECFE program.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
The purpose of this project was to develop an improved program evaluation survey 
instrument to inform program performance regarding the Early Childhood Family Education 
(ECFE) program in the St. Louis County School District in Minnesota. The survey is completed 
by parents who participated in the ECFE program opportunities (classes, special events or home 
visits) and who met the participation threshold. The survey measures parents’ perceptions about 
how well the ECFE program meets parents’ needs, the reasons they choose to participate in 
ECFE, to identify potential program expansion needs, and to identify program improvement 
areas.   The past survey inadequately addressed these areas.  
There was no marked moment that determined a new instrument needed to be developed.  
Rather, overtime, the need for a new survey emerged because of less satisfaction with the 
volume of open comments, the decision to go on-line that did not increase the volume, and the 
items on the survey that did not address current information needs.   It was clear to inform our 
program practice a new survey instrument would need to be constructed.   
The Original Survey 
Twenty years ago, the premise of utilizing a survey instrument was to gather evidence 
from parents who participated in the St. Louis County Schools ECFE program who valued and 
wanted ECFE opportunities in their local school community. Such evidence was a critical 
message to officials as early childhood at that time in the state and in the school district where 
really in the infancy stage of development.  Many of the decision makers did not see ECFE as a 
critical focus area in the school district.  The original survey instrument was designed to help 
deliver that message.  Though the message that parents value and want the ECFE program 
continues to be important, overtime further purposes for a parent survey emerged.  
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As the director of the early childhood program, I determined the original survey did not 
give enough feedback on why parents chose to participate, what opportunities parents might 
participate in, nor any quality control items that would assist in informing the practice of the 
early childhood program.  The purpose of using the survey instrument changed and now the 
survey instrument itself needed to change to continue to support the mission of ECFE.  The data 
received through the new survey instrument would help define the next action steps.   
Gathering Resources and Consulting Stakeholders 
In order to create a new survey instrument to address parent involvement in the ECFE 
program, it was necessary for me to consult with various stakeholders and experts in the field of 
evaluation as well as literature resources.    
Dr. Julia Williams (personal communication, June, 2014) from the University of 
Minnesota, Duluth, is an expert in the field of evaluation.  I have had the privilege of taking two 
classes for my Masters of Education from Dr. Williams.  In one of the classes, Dr. Williams 
introduced McTighe and Wiggin’s (2006) Understanding by Design, which utilizes a design 
matrix that can be adapted to most any planning process by starting with the end in mind.  
Identification of the desired results and determining acceptable evidence that ultimately will lead 
to informed practice.   This planning process provided me with the focus to be specific about 
what desired results were needed to inform practice.   Identification of the desired results for 
each specific item or clusters of items aided me in the determination of the types of items needed 
to gain responses that aligned with the desired results thus giving me the potential ability to 
inform practice.  I consulted Dr. Julia Williams (personal communication, March 22, 2017) on 
target aspects of parents’ perceptions, experiences and preferences around which I developed 
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specific items and clustered those items in the survey instrument to capture the data needed to 
analyze and ultimately inform instruction.    
Kauerz, University of Washington, and Coffman, Center for Evaluation Innovation, 
created a tool, Framework for Planning, Implementing, and Evaluating Prek-3rd Grade 
Approaches (2013), which is used by school districts as a guide to developing an integrated, 
systematic approach to early childhood program opportunities. The tool is intended to be used as 
a guide for self-evaluation and improvement by connecting early childhood and K-12 systems.  
This tool provides guidance for planning, implementing and evaluating school systems in eight 
areas:  cross-sector work, administrative effectiveness, teacher effectiveness, instructional tools, 
learning environment, data drive improvement, family engagement, and continuity and 
pathways.  The tool does not include outcomes for children but rather the focus is on intentional 
changes that need to occur in behaviors, skills, and systems.  Themes identified in the tool were 
used as guides for developing items for the new survey instrument.   
The teachers that work in the ECFE program in the St. Louis County School district 
provided a great deal of feedback for me to consider as I began to prioritize and define specific 
items for the survey.  I asked the teachers what they liked and did not like about the current 
survey instrument.  I heard things like not enough depth, no specifics that a teacher could use, 
limited focus, and we know parents like ECFE but what do parents like specifically; why do 
parents choose to attend.  I asked the teaching staff what information was needed from parents. 
Teachers wanted to know if parents enjoyed the routines, if parents liked the songs, if the 
teachers were covering the topics that interested parents, if parents had ideas for getting more 
families to attend the ECFE program opportunities.  I asked the teachers what I needed to know 
in order to expand the ECFE program options.  The teachers talked about the number of class 
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sessions and the number of classes, the number of special events, and the potential for an on-line 
course.  Lastly, I asked the teachers about improvement areas that parents have identified that I 
need more information about.  The teachers talked about improving communication and having 
difficulty in knowing how to get information to families in the age of technology.  The teachers 
indicated some families have mentioned going to year-round ECFE and having an extensive 
summer program.  Of the ten teachers, eight had worked in ECFE in the St. Louis County 
District or other school districts more than six years with some having over 15 years’ experience 
working in ECFE.  Teachers had inquired about changing the tool over the last year or two to 
include items that they felt would assist teachers in their job, therefore the teachers were eager to 
provide input.  
Each school district employs an early childhood administrator.  As a group, in our region, 
we administrators would meet informally about three times per year to provide support to each 
other and discuss early childhood concerns.  All of the early childhood administrators in the 
region have varying roles and responsibilities in their school districts, with many teaching as 
well as providing part time administrative support for early childhood and for other school 
district areas.  These administrators value the time together, however, given the diverse job 
responsibilities, meeting more often is not possible. I shared with the early childhood 
administrators my project and asked for samples of existing surveys used in their district ECFE 
program, about focus areas that should be included in my survey, and I asked if there were 
participation criteria for those completing surveys in the ECFE program in their school districts.  
Some of the school district programs administer a parent survey. The items on those surveys, 
however, target on time, the registration process, and other limited facets of their district ECFE 
programs.  To my surprise many school districts did not have a survey tool to gather feedback 
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from parents.  Several of my colleagues from other schools districts showed great interest in the 
survey instrument I developed for this project and have asked for the survey to be shared once it 
is finalized. 
Designing the Survey 
A number of on-line early childhood parent surveys along with sources to assist in 
developing items assisted me in compiling survey items for inclusion in the new instrument.  
Knowledge Base (Trochim, 2016), an on-line source was extremely helpful in defining the types 
of survey items to consider once I had determined my desired results.  I also had to determine if 
it was necessary for me to tease out variations in responses beyond what a dichotomous item 
could provide or if a dichotomous item would suffice for this initial trial. I wanted to be sure I 
had enough items in each item cluster to get the kind of information needed to inform practice 
without making the survey too long.  Once the cluster areas were set, I formulated a set of items 
around the desired results and I began to narrow the list of items.  I sent out the draft survey to 
the ECFE teachers, and after teacher input, I made several more changes and revisions related to 
word choice, ordering of items and elimination of several items that appeared redundant.   
The Director of the Northern St. Louis County Family Services Collaborative, a 
colleague in my office, attends an ECFE program in her home school district.  I asked her to 
assist me by taking the survey and providing feedback to me.  She took the survey and provided 
me with feedback regarding the order of survey items, word choice and the length of the survey.  
She and I also had a discussion about my desired results and she shared her thoughts about what 
she, as a parent, wanted me to know and do.  Specifically, she wanted to have input on parenting 
topics and was glad to see several items related to that area.  She praised me for taking on this 
21 
 
project as she felt it was very important to allow parents to have the opportunity to provide 
feedback.  
Expertise, input, and guidance was gleaned from the teaching staff, the ECFE parent, the 
regional early childhood administrators, and Dr. Williams.  All stakeholders contributed valued 
input from their unique perspective and expertise.  Dr. Williams helped define the model and 
frame work with in which the survey was developed by introducing me to the McTighe and 
Wiggins(2006) model and after securing input form the ECFE Teachers, the regional ECFE  
administrators, and the parent provided final input on the clusters of items and the order of items 
in the survey.  The literature reviewed helped define item construction based on purpose and 
provided samples of item types to follow.  All input was given careful consideration based on 
purpose, desired results and ease for parent survey respondents.  Once a final survey tool was 
constructed, utilizing input from this diverse group, the survey instrument was ready for testing.    
The Survey 
The parent survey instrument designed in this project targets parents’ perceptions about 
how well the ECFE program meets parents’ needs, the reasons parents choose to participate in 
ECFE, to identify potential program expansion needs, and to identify program improvement 
areas in order to provide important information to evaluate the ECFE program.  The survey 
instrument includes 32 items clustered into eight sections.  The first section includes seven 
dichotomous items about why the parent chooses to participate in ECFE as it relates the parent’s 
child, the parent’s needs and the family’s needs.  The second section includes seven dichotomous 
items related to the parent’s perception about the relationships with staff and the environment.  
The third section of the survey has five dichotomous items related to parenting topics, and an 
opened ended item asking for parent input on desired parenting topics parents would like to see 
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included in the parenting discussions.   The forth section includes four dichotomous items related 
to expanded opportunities parents may want to participate in as part of the ECFE program.  The 
fifth section the survey includes two multiple choice questions related to communication and 
inquiring about parent use of an on-line part resource section on the district website. The sixth 
section includes two ordinal scale items related to parent perception of importance of the define 
parts of the ECFE class as it relates to their child’s growth and development and parents priority 
rank of the reasons they choose to participate in the ECFE program.  The seventh section has two 
multiple choice items defining school attendance area and distance lived from the school, 
additional demographic items will be included when the survey is fully implemented.  The 
survey ends with two open ended items.  The first asking for parents to share input about any 
other areas of importance they feel they would like to address that was not in the survey.  The 
second open ended item asking for input on the survey instrument.  Parents were reminded that 
this was the first time this survey instrument was used and that feedback was important from 
participants to improve the survey instrument.  The survey results have the potential to group 
parent’s responses for the school district, the school parents participated in ECFE at and 
potentially by the distance parents live from their home to the school.  The items are clustered 
into groups that include dichotomous, open-ended, multiple choice items, and ordinal scale item.   
Trial Run of the Survey  
In order to assess the clarity of the survey items, as well as the overall effectiveness of the 
survey in providing the desired measures I sought, the survey was administered to subset of St. 
Louis District ECFE parents in April of 2017. The survey instrument was emailed to ECFE 
teaching staff.  Teachers identified parents who met the participation criteria by participating in 
at least nine ECFE opportunities with their children through attendance records.   One hundred 
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and ten parents met the participation threshold and, therefore, were eligible to take the survey.  
One hundred six parents completed the survey of the 110 eligible.    I set a goal of a 100% return 
rate each year.  This mark may be unrealistic, but it is communicated to parents who are eligible 
to take the survey and has, I believe, contributed to the high return rate experienced.  The return 
rate has never been lower than 85%, which in itself, is a strong return rate.  I hope with the newly 
designed survey, the return rate will be stronger and will provide for richer data to analyze 
parents’ perceptions about how well the ECFE program meets parents’ needs, the reasons they 
choose to participate in ECFE, to identify potential program expansion needs, and to identify 
program improvement areas. 
Reporting Results of the Trial Run of the Survey 
One of the open ended items asks for feedback on the survey tool itself.  Parents were 
made aware that this administration of survey instrument was a trial run and participant feedback 
was invited. Parents were asked to give feedback about the number and clarity of the items, the 
length of the survey and to share anything about the survey instrument they thought was 
important to know.  Of the 106 parents who completed the survey, 13 parents provided feedback.   
One parent had a concern with numbering of items in one section and thought it was confusing.  
No other concerns were mentioned by the parents.  Positive comments from parents about the 
survey tool included: “this survey was much better than the previous survey, the length was just 
right, it was clear, good, fine, and glad it was no longer on-line”.  One parent wrote “nailed it”.   
  I presented the results of the trial run of the survey to the ECFE teachers in the St. Louis 
County School District at the year-end meeting on June 1, 2017.  Discussion centered on the 
need to review results received versus results desired to determine if survey items needed 
revisions.  Teachers determined that the question on separation anxiety will need to be revised to 
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allow respondents to skip this question if their child had no difficulties with separating from their 
parent.  No other items were identified for revision at this time, however staff will look at the 
survey again prior to school starting and revisit the need for additional revisions.   
From an administrator perspective, I feel confidently that the survey was easy for parents 
to use because of the comments parents shared about the survey instrument and also the 96% 
return rate.  The survey measures parents’ perceptions about how well the ECFE program meets 
parents’ needs and the reasons parents choose to participate in ECFE.  The survey identifies 
potential program expansion needs, and identifies program improvement areas.   I will be able to 
use the survey information for grants and to reaffirm the commitment the school board makes to 
the ECFE program in St. Louis County Schools.  I have information I can use for marketing both 
to parents and also as a teaching tool for new staff. 
I will be sharing a copy of the survey instrument and initial results received from parents 
with the St. Louis County School Board at a school board meeting in August 2017. The School 
Board members are aware that I was developing a new parent involvement survey as they had 
been briefed earlier in the year as part of a mid-year ECFE report.  The St. Louis County School 
Board has always appreciated hearing from parents as I have presented survey information to 
them each school year since the original survey was developed over 20 years ago.   
I will be sharing survey results and the final survey draft with the ECFE parent who 
assisted me with the process and also with the regional early childhood administrators at the fall 
meeting in 2017.  Along with sharing the trial run results with the regional early childhood 
administrators, I will also share the process I followed to develop the survey instrument.  Sharing 
the process I completed to design the survey may be more important for the early childhood 
administrators than the actual survey I developed.  Each district ECFE program is a little bit 
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different.  Sharing the process may help other administrators develop a survey instrument that 
best meets the needs of their district ECFE program.   
Next Steps 
I will fully analyze the results of the trial run of the survey and determine the best way to 
use the results to refine the instrument, and also to identify practices for improvement.  The 
results of the analysis will be included in a discussion with ECFE teaching staff at the start of the 
2017-2018.   A list of parenting topics that parents have identified as areas they would like to 
learn more about will be prepared for staff.  ECFE Teachers will revisit the directions on the 
survey to determine if those need to be changed to encourage more open ended comments.  
Additional demographic information will be included as part of the survey instrument for the 
2017-2018 when the survey will be fully implemented so that richer interpretations can be 
gleaned from the data.  This survey instrument identified several reasons parents choose to 
participate.  I will need to decide how that information can be used to increase program 
participation numbers.  Parents were asked about potential expansion opportunities.  The ECFE 
teachers and I will need to determine if enough information was gathered from parents about 
potential expansion areas or if additional items need to be added to the survey to gather 
additional details.  Every item on the survey instrument will be analyzed to determine if items 
gathered enough information or if further items need to be added to a cluster to glean additional 
information or if it is necessary to tease out variations in responses beyond what a dichotomous 
item provides given a majority of the items were dichotomous.   
The skills I have developed in this process will assist me as I consider developing a 
survey instrument for the St. Louis County Schools Preschool Program.  The preschool program 
has gone through several changes over the last few years and the opportunities in each 
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community are more different than alike because of the fragmentation that occurs through 
various funding streams that can support preschool opportunities and how that is implemented in 
a geographically large rural school district.  I would like to gather more information from parents 
who have children enrolled in the preschool programs so to further the mission of that program.  
Parent perceptions and preferences in the rural St. Louis County School district about preschool 
is critical for program development in our school district, however given the preschool 
discussion at the Minnesota Legislature, it may be critical to the future preschool opportunities in 
rural school districts throughout Minnesota.  
Summary 
In this chapter I described the process I used to develop the new survey instrument for the 
St Louis School District ECFE Program. The purpose of designing a new instrument was 
threefold.  First, it is necessary to continue to confirm the value of the ECFE program in the 
district. Secondly, as the administrator, I sought to develop an instrument that would measure 
parents’ perceptions about how well the ECFE program met their needs, the reasons they chose 
to participate in ECFE, to identify potential program expansion needs, and to identify program 
improvement areas.  Lastly, engaging in the process of designing an effective survey instrument 
to measure the outcomes of the ECFE Program was the final project in completing my Masters 
of Education.  Much thought about specific purpose is required when developing a new survey 
instrument.  It includes revisiting the mission and back planning from the results desired.  The 
revision process is lengthy, however, at some point it is necessary to determine that revisions are 
done and it is time to test the instrument. Testing the instrument requires looking at results 
received versus the results desired and then revising as necessary.  The process requires a keen 
eye for detail and diverse feedback in order to ensure the survey instrument will inform program 
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improvement.  The process is circular.  Plan, do, review, and repeat continually.  If informing 
practice is the goal, the process never really ends.  The survey instrument developed is in the 
appendix. 
When I started this project, it was to develop a tool to help inform the practice of the 
ECFE program in the St. Louis County School District.  I am satisfied with the survey instrument 
developed, however, I now recognize that the process learned by embarking on this survey 
development is much more important than the product I developed.   I have a better 
understanding of the process which will enable me to continue to use it, and I have more 
confidence to engage in this improvement process model.  The skills I have developed through 
this project are transferable and will serve me and the St. Louis County School District well.   
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Appendix 
Survey sample 
 
Dear Parents: 
 
I am asking all parents who have participated in our Early Childhood Family Education (ECFE) 
classes, home visits or special events at least nine or more times during the 2016-2017 school 
year to provide feedback on their experience in the ECFE program.  This survey will take 
approximately 10-15 minutes to complete. Thank you in advance for your input.  Your thoughts 
will help us to improve our ECFE programs!  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
DaNeil Sirjord 
Early Childhood Director 
St. Louis County Schools 
 
 
 
In this first section, please circle true or false for each statement about your participation. 
 
I participate in Early Childhood Family Education (ECFE) because: 
 
1. my child gets to play with other children.     True     False 
2. my child develops a love of learning.     True False 
3. it helps reduce my child’s separation anxiety    True False 
4. the parent group supports me as a parent.      True False 
5. the parenting discussions help me be a better parent.   True False 
6. my family enjoys the activities.      True False 
7. my family meets other local families.     True False 
 
  
In this second section, please circle agree or disagree for each statement about the staff or the 
school.  
 
8. The early childhood staff supports me as a parent.    Agree
 Disagree 
9. The early childhood staff cares about my child and my child’s development. Agree
 Disagree  
10.  I am comfortable entering the school.      Agree
 Disagree 
11.  I am comfortable attending early childhood activities.    Agree
 Disagree 
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12.  I am comfortable interacting with early childhood staff.    Agree
 Disagree 
13.  I am comfortable asking school staff for help when I need it.   Agree
 Disagree 
14.  I am connected to my child’s school.      Agree
 Disagree 
 
 
 
In this section, circle true or false for each statement about parenting topics.   
 
By participating in ECFE, I have learned more about: 
 
15. realistic expectations for my child.   True False  
16. guiding my child’s behavior.    True  False  
17. inexpensive activities I can do with my child at home. True False  
18. my child’s health, nutrition and safety.   True False   
19. parenting topics that are relevant to me.   True False  
 
20. If there are other parenting topics you would like to learn more about please list those 
topics here: 
 
 
 
In this section, circle yes or no for each statement related to opportunities. 
 
21. I would accept a home visit if it were offered.   Yes No 
22. ECFE classes offer 21 sessions.  I want more class sessions Yes No 
23. I would participate in an on line parent group.   Yes No 
24. I would participate in summer ECFE special events.  Yes  No 
 
 
25. The St. Louis County School District website offers monthly access to parenting 
newsletters and resource pamphlets.  Which choice best reflects your use: 
_____ I have frequently accessed the parenting newsletters and resource pamphlets. 
_____ I have accessed the parenting newsletters and resource pamphlets 2 or 3 times. 
_____ I was not aware of the parenting newsletters and resource pamphlets. 
_____ I was aware that they are on the website, but I have not accessed the parenting newsletters 
and resource pamphlets. 
 
 
 
26.  Currently the ECFE program mails and posts on-line information about opportunities for 
your children and your family. How would you prefer to receive our information?  Please rank 
order the choices with 1 as the first choice and 5 as your last choice.  If you do not have access to 
one of these sources, do not rank that source.   
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______direct mailing 
______email account 
______school website 
______school Facebook 
______newspapers 
 
 
 
27. Rank order the following elements of the Early Childhood Family Education class with 1 
being the most important in terms of your child’s growth and development and 3 being the least 
important in terms of your child’s growth and development. 
_____ ECFE parent-child interaction time at the beginning of class 
_____ ECFE parenting time with the parents 
_____ ECFE child independent learning  
(when the parents are at parenting and the children are with the Child Educator) 
 
 
 
28. Rank order the top 4 reasons you choose to participate in ECFE with 1 being the most 
important reason.  
 
_____ My child gets to play with other children. 
_____ My child develops a love of learning.  
_____ ECFE helps reduce my child’s separation anxiety.  
_____ The parent group supports me as a parent. 
_____ The parenting discussions help me be a better parent. 
_____ My family enjoys the activities. 
_____ My family meets other local families. 
_____ Other:_____________________________________ 
 
      
 
29. Please put an X in the blank indicating which school attendance area you live in? 
 
_____ Cherry 
_____ North Woods 
_____ Northeast Range 
_____ South Ridge 
_____ Tower-Soudan 
_____ I do not live in the St. Louis County School District attendance area but I attend ECFE   
at:____________ 
 
If you do not live in the St. Louis County School District, please tell us why you chose to 
participate in our school district. 
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30. Please put an X in the blank indicating how far you live from the school? (one way) 
 
______ less than 10 miles from the school 
______11-20 miles from the school 
______more than 20 miles from the school 
 
31. If there is anything else you want to mention that has not been addressed in the survey 
that you would like to share with us, please tell us here:  
 
 
32. This is the first time this survey has been used.  Please provide any feedback about the 
survey that will help us to improve the survey.  Please identify any questions that were 
confusing, questions we should have asked but did not, anything that should be worded 
differently?  Thank you for your time.   
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